The "Verbena

obvious in the lengthening shadows and by the light of sunset.
It is still more manifest when four nuns between them lift the
huge panniers and unpack the viands. There are nuns, pair by pair,
to each handle of an amphora. Others are carrying cloths, or
great sheets, by their four corners, as it might be fishermen furling
down the sails. Some walk to and fro again, their heads bowed
from custom, as though they are at prayer, while they talk and
chatter like a lot of children. Others hobble, like witches, on their
sticks; or lean on a companion and are led by her. There are the
tall and gaunt, as if their lives of sacrifice had gone into their
stature; stout nuns, the Merry Wives, mere hollow shells of
laughter, for their lives have cheated them; and the odd or eccen-
tric, who are told by the folds of their robes, or by the knotting
of their girdles. What are the young nuns dreaming of? For they
walk together; except where one is known attendant on an older
nun. But we must think that here, not in a Venetian convent, nor
among the sophistications of the world, there was little unhappi-
ness, or frustration. Of so many sisters in any family, one or two
would go into a convent. It was happier than marrying, if you
did not want to marry; and, in their conditions they hardly knew
their suitors. It was little more than an imaginary longing, a
spiritual, and not a physical state, to which the cloister was
equivalent. The mysticism of their faith comforted them with its
simple metaphors, its legends of love and goodness, and the
simplicities of its code of sin. The nuns had no children; but they
knew the pleasures and affections of this sort, being surrounded,
as though of purpose, by children in their lives; children to rear
and educate, to have for companions, to prepare for the world
they had, themselves, abandoned.

But, now, the Verbena* or the feast begins. It is easy to know
the Abbess by her pkce in the centre and by her pectoral cross.
There is a long table, and two great wings of trestles to either
hand; but our theme is the effect and not the details of this ban-
quet. For the beams of light are nearly level. They are golden
searchlights played into the pinewood, but swinging slow and,
where they have lifted, it will be dead until to-morrow morning.
It is a feast of druidesses, but not their native oaktrees, for this is
resinous and aromatic. A person in ignorance would wonder at

* Vetbena is the Portuguese term for a picnic.
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